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Introduction

Group projects present great challenges to university students, particularly those in their first year of study. In an investigation into university students' learning difficulties (Ho, Chan, Sun and Yan, 2003), it is found that students encounter difficulties both in terms of handling a major academic problem on their own and in terms of working effectively collaboratively in a team. Learning effectively in group projects requires skills of two natures – one is planning and managing a problem solving process and the other is working effectively in a team.

In attempting to assist students to learn effectively in group projects, the Learning to Learn Project has developed a student workbook “Working Your Way through a Group Project”. In conjunction with this student workbook, a Teacher Guide has also been developed where you will find examples of simple activities making use of the materials offered by the workbook in different scenarios.

Helping students learn effectively in group projects
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Group projects present great challenges to university students, particularly those in their first year of study. In an investigation into university students' learning difficulties (Ho, Chan, Sun and Yan, 2003), it is found that students encounter difficulties both in terms of handling a major academic problem on their own and in terms of working effectively collaboratively in a team. Learning effectively in group projects requires skills of two natures – one is planning and managing a problem solving process and the other is working effectively in a team.
Handling and managing a problem solving process

In a project, students not only have to deal with solving an academic problem, at the same time they face the chore of organising and managing a big task. 

'The most difficult is the project because I didn't have to do projects in the past … In the projects we have to take care of everything from the very beginning, the lecturers will simply put in it a sentence or two. They want you to think by yourselves, they don't want to tell you every single step. Therefore, you need a lot of initiative.'

The above quotation from the study, although short, allows us to diagnose in what way students are handicapped: they are threatened by having to ‘take care of everything’; they seem to be at a lost of where to start and how to start ‘from the very beginning’ and to find it demanding that they have to work out ‘every single step’; they feel rather helpless given that instruction from the lecturer is only in ‘a sentence or two’; and ‘a lot of initiative’ happens to be a real challenge for them.

This suggests that in order for students to successfully complete the academic task of the project they need to command, in addition to cognitive problem solving abilities, a range of skills for task planning, management and monitoring. Such skills could include analysing the problem, searching for references, evaluating alternative approaches to solution, time management, work flow management, quality review and management, etc. Unfortunately, university students generally have no prior exposure to the concept and practice of such skills. As a matter of fact, they are expected to develop such skills in the process of doing their project – which could be seen as a learning objective for projects. 

The implication of this for helping students learn to learn is that assistance should be provided to guide students through the planning and management of the project, and to facilitate them in making use of the process to build up and internalise these new skills. 

Working effectively in a team

Many students misconceive that a group project is simply a collection of work done by the group members. They focus solely on the division of labour and demarcation of workload. Never have they seen the vitality of the synergy of bringing together the different minds. Creative and innovative ideas usually emerge from the process of brainstorming, discussion, arguments and all sorts of group interaction. One of the purpose of group projects is to build up students’ basic ‘soft’ skills of communication, decision making and problem solving.  The present workbook is designed to facilitate student reflection on their performance in such soft skills, thus develop the learning strategies that teachers seldom touch on in class. 

Reference:

Ho, A.S.P., Chan, C.H., Sun, L. & Yan, Jackie (2003). Students’ perceived difficulties in learning and their implications for learning to learn. In J. Jones, O. Kwo, F.C.T. Moore (Eds.). Developing Learning Environments. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press.
Design of the workbook: “Working Your Way through a Group Project”

This workbook is designed to assist students to learn effectively in group projects. Students are advised to carry the workbook to their group meetings such that they can refer to it for advice anytime, anywhere when they are working on their project. There are four sections in the workbook:

Section 1: “Frequently Asked Questions” (FAQs) 

This section offers quick tips on common problems encountered in doing group projects. 

Section 2: “Working in a Group” 

This section helps students to develop the essential teamwork skills including: building a team, communication, making group decisions, handling disagreement and leadership. For each topic, useful advice for achieving better performance are provided through the items of a self-evaluation checklist. By working through the checklist and reviewing their own answers, students will become aware of where and how to improve.   

Section 3: “Working on a Project” 

This section recommends to students, through interactive activities, useful methods and tools for planning and managing a project. Self-evaluation checklists on both group and individual performances are included. By working through the checklists and reviewing their own answers, students will become aware of where and how to improve in terms of group work skills and project planning and management.

Section 4: “Presentation” 

This section provides students with practical guides on structuring the content of a presentation, preparing presentation materials and delivering a presentation. Again, self-evaluation checklists are available for reviewing performance. 

The student workbook ‘Working Your Way through a Group Project’ is now available both in print version and on web.


	Scenario A
	Including it in the project brief

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. Learning goals of project work
2. Develop all-round graduate through project
3. Progress and quality reviews
4. Use the workbook as the official project guide
	The ideas / materials in the workbook “Working Your Way through a Group Project” (Group Project Guide) can be incorporated into your project brief to provide extra guidelines for your students. The models described below represent different extents of using the workbook. You can adopt or adapt a model which is appropriate for your own situation.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 1
	Learning goals of project work
	Prep.
	Any

	
	Objective:
To help students understand that doing a project is not just about producing a report, but many skills could they attain through the doing of a project.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	In addition to the ‘academic’ learning objectives for a project, students can achieve a range of other objectives for the development of an ‘all-round graduate’ (see PolyU Strategic Objective #1) via the process of working on the project, e.g.


(a)
team work skills (working with others in the group)


(b) 
leadership abilities (taking lead in the group)


(c)
problem solving skills (the project is a complicated, near real-world problem to be solved)


(d)
management skills (managing the progress of the project by themselves)


(e)
……
Should you want your students to realise and really achieve ‘all-round development’, it is necessary that you write them in your project brief. You can refer to the “Getting the Most” workbook (p.11) for ideas about learning goals. It is recommended that the statement of PolyU strategic objective #1 be reproduced in your brief to convince students that these are their legitimate learning goals.



	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 2
	Develop all-round graduate through project
	Prep.
	Any

	
	Objective:
To promote the development of ‘all-round graduate’ by including the developmental objectives in the assessment system.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Departments may choose to use very different methods for assessing such objectives, and assigning them different percentages. The following are just proposals for your consideration, feel free to modify them for your specific purpose.

A) 
Self-assessment on team work skills

The following materials from the workbook may be used as assessment checklists for this purpose:

· Communicating with group members (p.11)

· Making group decisions (p.12)

· Handling disagreement (p.13)

· Becoming a leader in a group (p.14)

Ask each students to individually submit completed checklists together with a reflective note* on the following:

· What have I learned as a team player through working on this group project?

· What are the areas I need to develop further to become a good team player? 

B)
Self-assessment on project work

The following materials from the workbook may be used as assessment checklists for this purpose:

· Self-evaluation checklist -- Group work skills (p.16)

· Self-evaluation checklist -- Planning a project (p. 32)

· Self-evaluation checklist -- Doing a project (p.42)

· Self-evaluation checklist -- Presentation (p.61)

 
Completed checklists should be submitted together with a reflective note* on the following:

· What have I learned about teamwork through working on this group project?

· What are the good and bad experiences in our group?

You can ask students to submit the materials in different ways according to your preference, some examples are:

1. Each member of a group individually produces and submits his/her checklists and reflection note.

2. Each member of a group individually completes his/her checklist and the group discussed together to produce a group reflection note.

* It is important to note that assessment should be based on the reflective note rather than the checklists.



	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 3
	Progress and quality reviews
	Prep.
	Any

	
	Objective:
To foster the ability to manage the progress and the quality of their project.


	
	Suggested method:

	
	Include in your project brief a section on ‘Progress and Quality Reviews’.

The workbook contains many self-evaluation checklists which can provide useful guidelines for students to carry out progress and quality reviews. You may consider using the following two groups of checklists:

(a) For reviewing the academic quality of the project:

· Project Quality Checklist (workbook, p.41)

Note: This checklist is more appropriate for investigative type projects. If it does not apply to your project, devise a similar one using this as a template.

(b) For reviewing the effectiveness of team work:

· Self-evaluation checklist – Group work skills (workbook, p.16)

· Self-evaluation checklist – Planning a project (workbook, p.32)

· Self-evaluation checklist – Doing a project (workbook, p.42)

Write in the project brief that the project groups are required to review their progress together as a group by discussing and completing the checklist. This should be done on a regular basis, e.g. before meeting their supervisor such that they can identify problems to raise for discussion with their supervisor.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 4
	Use the workbook as the official project guide
	20 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
To provide flexible and continuous help to students to cater for different learning to learn needs at different stages during the project process. 



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Should you want your students to make full use of the workbook, our experience tells that encouragement / requirement from the lecturer is essential. You are recommended to consider doing the following:

(a) Include in your project brief, a short introduction of the workbook, explaining the purpose of it and how to use it; 

(b) Attach the workbook to your project brief for distribution.

For your convenience, an introduction page is included in the appendix of this document.

	
	




	Scenario B
	Briefing students on the group project

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. Learning goals of a group project
2. Initial briefing
3. Introductory video showing
	There are a lot to tell students about the project: the academic details, the logistics, time line, supervision arrangement, assessment, etc. It is strongly recommended that we should not lose sight of preparing students to learn, amid all the other things.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 1
	Learning goals of a group project
	N/A
	N/A

	
	Objectives:

To engage students in thinking about the learning goals of a group project.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	A useful resource for this purpose is the worksheet ‘Getting the Most Out of the Project’ in the “Getting the Most Out of Your University” workbook, p.11.

Please refer to the “Getting the Most Out of Your University” Teacher Guide, Scenario C (p.7-8), for activities suitable for this purpose.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 2
	Initial briefing
	10 min.
	Any

	
	Objectives:

Provide aid to students in:

(a) Working as a team

(b) Managing the progress of the project



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Discuss the following with students at the initial briefing:

· A table showing the essentials to be considered when ‘working in a group’ and when ‘working on a project’ (workbook, p.iv)

· A model showing the common stages in a project (workbook, p.19)

Wrap up this part of the initial briefing by mentioning to students that the workbook contains detailed guidelines.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 3
	Introductory video showing
	20 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
To encourage the use of the workbook in a project.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	If you expect your students to use the workbook during the project, some orientation to the workbook has to be given. We have produced a video that could be used as an introduction to this workbook. The video is available for download at http://…

	
	




	Scenario C
	Supervision during the project

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. ‘Please refer to the workbook’

2. Discussing the progress and quality of the project

	When students go to their supervisors, they mainly ask about the academic side of the project. Supervision is seldom on the teamwork aspect or the project management aspect. The following suggests very simple things that supervisors can do in addition to the discussion of academic matters during the supervisory meeting.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 1
	‘Please refer to the workbook’
	5 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Promote the use of the workbook as a reference in carrying out the project.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	For each of the important stages in a project, the workbook provides a lot of relevant suggestions for group activities, tips and ideas. The simplest thing that supervisors can do is reminding students about referring to the workbook for help with carrying out and managing their project.

Note: Since the workbook is not written with your specific project in mind, students may find that not all of the suggestions are relevant, though for certain, most are useful. In such cases, the supervisor can advise them on selecting the relevant tips and ideas, or suggesting them to modify the steps appropriately.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 2
	Discussing the progress and quality of the project
	30 min.
	1 group

	
	Objective: 

Encourage students to keep track of their project progress and offer aid where necessary.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Method 3 of Scenario A requires students to carry out regular reviews of the progress and quality of their project work by completing the various checklists in the workbook. The simple thing that supervisors can do is to collect a copy of their completed checklists and identify together with the group the areas where they are not performing good enough.

Fruitful discussion may follow from there, if you can afford the time. Otherwise, letting students know that you are keeping an eye on their progress review already helps to push students along seriously.

	
	




	Scenario D
	Presentation of the project

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. Reference for good presentation
2. Peer assessment in group presentation
3. How well have you done your presentation?
	Presentations are very threatening to students. The ‘Working Your Way through a Group Project’ workbook provides abundant useful help for students, from preparing the presentation materials to presentation skills.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 1
	Reference for good presentation
	1 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Promote the use of the workbook as a reference for good presentation. 



	
	Suggested method:

	
	When briefing students for the presentation, strongly advise them to make good use of the workbook, Section D “Presentation”

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 2
	Peer assessment in group presentation
	5 min.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Provide the opportunity for groups to learn from each other; stimulate self-evaluation through evaluating other’s performance.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Engage students in peer assessment of the presentations using the checklist provided on p.45 of the workbook.


Note: The checklist is currently written for self-evaluation, but it can be easily adapted for peer assessment by change all the ‘I am’ to ‘Group X’).

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 3
	How well have you done your presentation?
	10 min.
	1 group

	
	Objective:
Foster the habit of evaluating one’s performance.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	After the presentation, ask each group to complete the Self-evaluation checklist for presentation on p.61.


	
	




	Scenario E
	Debriefing students after the project

	
	


	Quick link to activities
1. How well have you done your project?

2. Review of the group project

	Self-evaluation of ones’ own learning is a very important means for personal development as a learner. Unfortunately, this is largely overlooked.


	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 1
	How well have you done your project?
	Assign.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Recap and organise the experience of the group project for better future performance.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Ask students to fill in the Checklist: Self-evaluation on Doing a Project (p.42) again upon completion of their project work, and compare the data with what they got at the commencing stage. Should there be improvements in specific items, ask them to figure out what they have done in the project.  When ratings remains low or are not as expected, ask them to think of means to improve themselves.  Summarise their evaluation in written form and hand in together with the checklists.

	
	

	
	Suggested:
	Duration
	Class size

	Method 2
	Review of the group project
	Assign.
	Any

	
	Objective:
Recap and organise the experience of the group project for better future performance.



	
	Suggested method:

	
	Ask students to hand in a brief report on what they have learned from the group project and what they can improve.

	
	


Appendix


The ‘Working your way through a group project’ workbook

	Objectives
	This workbook aims to help you learn in group project by:

(a) Providing help with team work skills

(b) Providing step by step guidance on how to tackle the complicated problems of major projects



	Approach
	The workbook ‘Working Your Way through a Group Project’ helps you to learn in a group project. You can find useful tips and suggestions in the four sections:



	Section A:
	Frequently asked questions (FAQ)

Here you can find quick answers to some of the common difficulties you might have with working in a group.



	Section B:
	Working in a group

It contains lists of tips on how to work effectively as a team. The topics include:

· Building an effective group

· Communicating among group members

· Making a group decision 

· Handling disagreement

· Becoming a leader in a group



	Section C:
	Working on a project

This section contains suggestions of useful things to do which will help you tackle the project step by step. The steps include:

· Analyse the project question

· Look for ideas

· Suggest method

· Select the best method

· Manage the project progress

· Present the results



	Section D:
	Presentation

Here you can find a lot of useful help in preparing the presentation materials and tips for presentation skills.



	How to use it:

You are advised to bring the ‘Working Your Way through a Group Project’ workbook along to project group meetings. All members of the group should together refer to the suggested actions in the workbook to guide their discussion and work.

You are strongly recommended to complete the self-evaluation checklists. These checklists can tell you whether you are progressing satisfactorily.
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� ‘Working Your Way through a Group Project’ is one of a series of three workbooks by the Learning to Learn project team. Also available are the ‘Getting the Most Out of Your University’ workbook and ‘For the Success of Your Study’ workbook.
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